THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
We can but repeat that our knowledge of the people
who lived in those remote times is very limited, yet the
most hazardous assertions have been made as to their
habits and institutions.
A great deal has been said and written by Marxist
sociologists on the position of woman among the primitive
races, and in accordance with their theory this had to
be explained by economic reasons. They were ready
to admit that Engels was mistaken in affirming that
woman always held an honoured position in prehistoric
times, because facts too manifestly proved the contrary,
but the exceptions were easily accounted for.
" Nomadic and hunting tribes look down on woman ",
says Cunow, " because women are of no use in hunting
and cattle-breeding and unfit for the fighting in which
these warlike peoples   are  constantly involved/'    In
the ages of matriarchy, however, which coincided with
those of early agriculture, it was woman who wielded
the authority;   her  services,   being  indispensable  in
agriculture, enabled her to gain a preponderant position
in the economic system.   Thus Edward Carpenter and
many others.    Cunow, expressing the same opinion,
refers to a work by Professor Grosse on the relations
between economics and the constitution of the family.1
Grosse's conclusions, however, are very different.    He
says that, in primitive races, family ties and kinship are
frequently based on descent from the mother's side;
and so are the rights of inheritance.   But this does not
constitute matriarchy.    Matriarchy, which means the
supremacy of the mother and woman's rule, is a rare
exception even in agricultural tribes and nations.   It is
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